Challenging the Rhetoric of Choice in Maternal Labour-Force Participation: Preferred Versus Contracted Work Hours by McDonald, Paula et al.
 This is author version of article published as: 
McDonald, Paula K. and Bradley, Lisa M. and Guthrie, Diane (2006) Challenging the 
Rhetoric of Choice in Maternal Labour-Force Participation: Preferred Versus Contracted 
Work Hours. Gender, Work and Organization 13(5):pp. 470-491. 
Copyright 2006 Blackwell Publishing 
Challenging the rhetoric of choice in maternal labour force participation:  Preferred versus 
contracted work hours. 
 
 Preferred versus contracted work hours   2 
Authors 
 
Name:  Dr. Paula K. McDonald (Responsible for correspondence) 
Affiliation:  Post Doctoral Research Fellow, School of Management, Faculty of Business, 
Queensland University of Technology 
Mailing Address:  GPO Box 2434, Brisbane, Queensland 4001 
Email:  p.mcdonald@qut.edu.au 
Ph:  61 7 3864 5318 
 
Name:  Dr. Lisa M. Bradley 
Affiliation:  Senior Lecturer, School of Management, Faculty of Business, Queensland 
University of Technology 
Mailing Address:  GPO Box 2434, Brisbane, Queensland, 4001 
Email:  lm.bradley@qut.edu.au 
Ph:  61 7 3864 1248 
 
Name:  Dr. Diane Guthrie 
Affiliation:  Consultant Psychologist 
Mailing Address:  PO Box 3195, Sunnybank South, Queensland 4109 
Email:  creatrix@optusnet.com.au 
Ph:  61 7 3700 6777 
 Preferred versus contracted work hours   3 
Abstract 
 
The notion of choice in maternal labour force participation (LFP) is a contentious 
one, with assertions that LFP is a direct result of either personal inclinations such as 
employment commitment or external factors such as historically available opportunities.  
This paper suggests an alternative framework for understanding and testing choice in LFP 
using preferred versus contracted work hours.  It explores these constructs quantitatively in a 
group of working mothers (N = 275) with dependent children and investigates qualitatively 
the underlying reasons for discrepant preferred versus contracted work hours in a sub-sample 
of these women with under school aged children (N = 20).  Results show that nearly two-
thirds of women working full-time would prefer to work part-time, and the major reasons for 
not acting on their preferences is because of the nature of the job and the lack of career 
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Introduction 
 
Australian women’s employment participation may be adversely affected by 
childbearing and child rearing (Norris, 1996; Tam, 1997).  Research suggests a move from 
full-time to part-time work or leaving the labour force for a period of time may have 
profound implications for future career opportunities and exert downward pressure on 
women’s wages and benefits, both in the short and long term (Glover & Arber, 1995; 
Gornick & Jacobs, 1996; Ketsche, Branscomb & Thomas Gordon, 2003).  Employees who 
work reduced hours are also worse off in terms of training and promotion prospects than 
those who engage in full-time employment (Kirby & Krone, 2002; Tam, 1997).  On the other 
hand, there may be substantial implications for a mother who decides to remain continuously 
full-time employed following the birth of a child.  For example, there is evidence that even 
full-time employed mothers retain a larger share of childcare and household duties than their 
partners, resulting in role overload (Fisher, 2002; Noor, 2002).     
The magnitude of these issues suggests that the choices women make in regards to 
their labour force participation (LFP) levels will have significant and often long-term 
implications for themselves, their families and the community at large.  However, the extent 
to which women freely choose their LFP level versus being constrained by external, social, 
economic or political circumstances, is a contentious issue amongst writers in this area.  If 
choice is accepted as an explanation for their employment status, then the conflicts and 
dissatisfactions that women often encounter are their responsibility – they chose it (Duffy & 
Pupo, 1992).  Alternatively, if women’s LFP levels are dictated or at least influenced by 
external factors (e.g., financial necessity or the availability of part-time work), balancing 
caring and employment commitments are more likely to be considered a wider, community 
 Preferred versus contracted work hours   5 
responsibility.  Promoting choice is an implicit aim of public and organisational policy 
initiatives related to women’s employment issues and thus understanding this concept of 
choice may assist policy-makers to better meet the needs of their target groups.    
 
The Case For Choice 
 
Hakim (1998, 2000), in her description of Preference Theory, argues that level of LFP 
is related to women’s personal preferences and employment commitment, which in turn is 
associated with the different rankings women accord to various life domains.  Preference 
Theory asserts that with the contraceptive revolution of the mid-1960s, women acquired a 
genuine choice between career employment and motherhood as a central life activity, or 
some combination of the two.  The theory classifies all women into a three-fold typology:  
home-centred, adaptive and work-centred.  Home-centred women prefer not to work and 
hold children and family as the main priorities throughout their lives.  Adaptive women want 
to work, but are not totally committed to a work career.  They include women who want to 
combine work and family but generally have unplanned careers.  The final group is work-
centred women who mainly do not have children and who heavily invest in qualifications and 
are committed to work activities.   
Hakim (1998, 2000) suggests that in general, women’s preference for a lower level of 
subjective attachment to paid work, compared to men, explains women’s disproportionate 
representation in the secondary labour market and their greater absenteeism, turnover and 
withdrawals from employment.  According to her, most women still go along with the sexual 
division of labour, many actively preferring it, others not sufficiently inconvenienced by it to 
be willing to make a stand against it.  The acceptability of the sexual division of labour is 
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apparent because most women choose to spend a part of their life producing children and 
rearing them, and they prefer to be supported financially by someone else while they are 
doing it, either a husband or the state (Hakim, 1996).   
Vogler (1994) provides partial support for this argument, asserting that the domestic 
division of labour is now relative, rather than absolute, and that there are qualitative 
differences between the work orientations of women working full-time and part-time.  That 
is, the majority of part-timers regard breadwinning as the primary (but not exclusive) 
responsibility of men, and women as secondary earners whose primary (but not exclusive) 
responsibility is domestic work and homemaking.  The majority of women working full-time 
reject both these propositions (Vogler, 1994).  The implication here is that the decision to 
work full-time or part-time is simply the result of a personal inclination towards the home or 
the workplace, rather than any outside influences which may impact on decision-making. 
Manne (2001) also supports the view that modern women face genuine choices 
between market and domestic work.  Concurring with Hakim’s view on the three-fold 
typology, she argues that public policy is skewed towards the interests of work centred 
women, with feminist lobby groups, politicians, broadcasters, academics, opinion leaders and 
social commentators being overwhelmingly drawn from the ranks of work-centred rather 
than home-centred women.  She further argues that elite cultural discourse reflects the 
universal preoccupations of these groups while ignoring the equally legitimate concerns and 
choices of home-centred women. 
 
The Case Against Choice 
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On the other side of the choice debate is the argument that women’s work decisions 
are more complex than those which result from personal preference alone.  Ginn, Arber, 
Brannen, Dale et al, (2001) assert that equating commitment with number of hours worked 
cannot be justified, because it is possible to be highly conscious of the needs of one’s family 
while at the same time to care deeply about maintaining employment.  Crompton & Harris 
(1998a, 1998b) also argue that variations in women’s orientations to work or ‘choice’ is not 
the major independent variable explaining women’s employment patterns but that women’s 
employment behaviour is a reflection of their historically available opportunities and 
constraints.     
Using longitudinal, qualitative research data, Proctor and Padfield (1999) argued that 
structural constraints, in addition to self-determination, are responsible for women’s work 
outcomes and that the patterns of women’s values and commitments are unstable and short-
term, depending on their life stage.  Also challenging the notion of unconstrained choice, 
Sinclair (1991) asserts that ‘choices’ are made within a context of inequality.  Women enter 
into and participate in the labour market on an unequal basis owing to pre-existing gender 
assumptions about their appropriate roles in the domestic and labour market spheres, in 
addition to an unequal distribution of power.  
Probert (1996) claims that changing employment patterns are not the result of 
women’s choices, but that they are a response to changing opportunities.  That is, 
opportunities for education and employment are the major contributors to LFP, rather than 
straightforward preferences.  Cox (1995) uses the Australian Commonwealth Parenting 
Allowance (now Family Tax Benefit A) as a specific example of this point.  This means-
tested government allowance paid to eligible families purportedly recognises the social value 
of parenting and gives parents choice about whether they stay home to look after young 
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children.  Cox (1995) argues however, that it can only affect the choices of low income 
mothers (presumably because the monetary value of the allowance is too low to offset the 
wages of higher income women), and that low income women face far too many barriers to 
workforce participation for them to be able to exercise genuine choice anyway. 
 
Choice as Preference 
 
While the ability to choose may be an important component of managing the tensions 
between family and work, it is proposed that individual choices will always be made within 
the context of constraints.  Also, public and organisational policy which enables rights and 
choice must be balanced against broader societal issues such as the costs of such policies, 
fertility rates, and potential long-term dependency on the state.  However, in relatively 
individualistic, Western societies, an individual’s right to choose is often seen as paramount, 
even if it is at odds with what will benefit society as a whole.  Notwithstanding this weighing 
up of individual and societal benefits, the rhetoric of promoting ‘free choice’ in maternal LFP 
may not be particularly useful because it ignores the contextual constraints, such as family 
characteristics and financial imperatives that all working mothers encounter, and implies that 
decision-making occurs only at the individual level.   
A more useful and applied frame of reference, and one that can be understood as a 
proxy for ‘choice’, is to understand the degree of consistency between preferred work 
arrangements and contracted LFP level.  This framework tests the notion of choice by 
implying a dynamic process of decision-making within a particular context.  It also assumes 
that relative consistency between preferences and work behaviours would result in greater 
satisfaction and positive outcomes for working mothers and inconsistent preferences and 
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behaviours with more negative outcomes.  For example, employees who work more hours 
than they prefer are more likely to have poorer health, resent their coworkers and make 
mistakes at work (Galinsky, Kim & Bond, 2001) while working fewer hours than preferred is 
associated with lower self-esteem (Prause & Dooley, 1997) and less organisational 
citizenship behaviour (Stamper & Van Dyne, 2001).  Where discrepancies between preferred 
and actual LFP exist, the source of this discrepancy can be examined and potentially 
addressed via policy initiatives.    
Recent Australian evidence derived from the first wave of the Household, Income and 
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, involving interviews with a large, nationally 
representative sample of over 12,000 households about economic and subjective well-being, 
labour market dynamics and family dynamics, suggests that a substantial proportion of full-
time working mothers would prefer to work part-time.  The study found that women in 
egalitarian, dual-earning couples (defined as both partners working within five hours of each 
other) preferred to work approximately six hours per week less (Drago & Tseng, 2003).  
Other research has found that sixty percent of Australian women currently working full-time 
would prefer to reduce their hours (De Vaus & Wolcott, 1997; Probert, 1996) and that 85 
percent of women working part-time do not want to be working more hours (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 1999).  These Australian figures appear to be comparable to those 
overseas.  In a large US study, Bond, Galinsky and Swanberg (1998) found that 63 percent of 
wage and salary workers would prefer to work fewer hours.  Another survey of more than 
30,000 working-aged people in Europe indicates moderate gender differences between full-
time employees preferences for part-time work (i.e., 22% of men compared to 37% of 
women) and women with young children are the most likely to prefer part-time hours (Fagan 
& Warren, 2001).  However, Reynolds (2003) argues that employees who are financially 
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better off are more likely to consider reducing their hours, because it is less likely to lead to 
financial hardship.  Fagan and Warren (2001) also suggest that a substantial minority of 
workers would also like more hours, with 24 percent of men and 18 percent of women 
working part-time, preferring full-time hours. 
These findings are strongly suggestive that many employees both in Australia and 
overseas indicate discrepant preferred versus contracted work hours.  However, little is 
known about why many women continue to work full-time when their preferences are 
otherwise, especially given the widespread availability of part-time jobs in many Australian 
organisations (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001).  Also, little empirical work appears to 
have tested the way that women rationalise having to compromise their preferences.  
Understanding these issues may prove useful for organisational policy makers as they 
consider ‘bottom-line’ issues such as staff turnover and productivity as well as other factors 
such as meeting equity targets and minimising work-family conflict. 
 
The Current Study 
 
This paper contributes to the choice debate via an exploration of the preferred versus 
contracted work hours for a group of employed mothers.  Firstly, the question: ‘What are the 
preferred versus contracted work hours for mothers with dependent children?’ was addressed 
in a group of women employed in a higher education institution.  Although the findings 
derived from this, or any other study based on a single sector or organisation may not be 
generalizable in a statistical sense, the results contribute to theoretical links between the 
concept of choice and preferences for working hours.  The case study organization was also 
representative of the broader tertiary education sector and of some other labour market 
 Preferred versus contracted work hours   11 
sectors in terms of horizontal and vertical gender segregation.  For example, women tended 
to be employed in lower occupational classifications than men and were over-represented in 
traditionally female employment areas such as administration and library work and under-
represented in technical areas.  Women in the sample were also over-represented in clerical, 
casual, fixed-term contract and part-time staff categories in similar proportions to higher 
education institutions in the United Kingdom and other European countries (e.g., Benschop 
& Brouns, 2003; Finch, 2003).  In addition to academic staff, which constituted 
approximately one-third of the samples in both phases of the research, a wide range of 
occupations which support and service the core business of the institution were represented.  
However, some caution is warranted in terms of the generalisability of findings beyond 
tertiary sector employees.  For example, Finch (2003) notes that academia must be 
considered a phenomenon in its own right because the employing organisations generally 
have less than full control over the career trajectories of any individual, mainly because 
academic careers are made or restrained through the judgments of other academics.     
The second research question addressed in the study was: ‘Do full-time and part-time 
mothers place different emphases on paid work?’ and was tested using a measure of career 
salience in the same sample.  Career salience, defined as the degree to which an occupation is 
an important source of satisfaction, has been applied to similar areas of study such as 
women’s inter-role conflict (Beutell & Greenhaus, 1982); life-cycle variables such as 
marriage and parenthood (Yuen, 1995); women’s career choice (Fassinger, 1985), and the 
way mothers balance maternal and career roles (DeMeis, Hock & McBride, 1986).  Further, 
career salience is central to Hakim’s (1998, 2000) Preference Theory because it argues that 
women choose their number of working hours based on their subjective attachment to wage 
work.  Thirdly, the question: ‘What factors contribute to the discrepancy between preferred 
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versus contracted work hours?’ was explored qualitatively in a sub-sample of this larger 
group, specifically those with dependent children under school age.   
 




A mixed method, case study design was employed due to the exploratory nature of 
the research questions and the reliance on multiple sources of evidence that could converge 
in a triangulated fashion (Yin, 1994).  The selected university was appropriate for the study 
because it is reasonably large in terms of staff and student numbers (5,000 employees and 
40,000 students); approximately half the employees are female; and the diversity of 
occupational groups, income levels and tenure arrangements allowed for adequate variance in 
measurements and comparisons between different groups. 
 
Participants.  Participants in the quantitative phase of the research were respondents 
to a questionnaire sent to all female staff with dependent children (children < 15 years of age 
and children < 24 years of age engaged in full-time education, response rate 40.1%).  
Respondents were aged between 24 and 62 (mean 40.67, SD = 7.46) and were broadly 
representative across Divisions and Faculties.  Approximately one quarter (27.7%) of 
respondents were employed on a casual1 basis compared to 71.6% on a fixed term contract or 
tenured basis.  Academic/faculty staff members comprised 39.3% of the sample and 58.9% 
indicated they were employed as non-academic/professional staff.  This was approximately 
representative of female staff in total (i.e., 42% academic, 58% professional) and also 
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consistent with Australian female higher education staff statistics (36.3% and 61.2%, 
respectively, Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, 2000).  Approximately 
half (48%) of respondents (both academic and professional categories) were employed on a 
part-time basis with the remainder being full-time.  This proportion of part-time mothers is 
substantially lower than for working mothers in the population, that is 74% (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2000).  Approximately half the number of part-time staff (one-quarter of 
the sample) were employed on a casual basis, compared to only 9.7% of full-time staff.  
Three quarters of the sample (75.8%) were married, 8.6% in de facto relationships and 13.8% 
were sole parents (1.8% missing data).   
 
Procedure.  A questionnaire was sent to the work address of all female staff 
(continuing, contract and casual) whose contact details had been accessed via the Human 
Resources Department.  Two return-addressed envelopes were enclosed with the 
questionnaire, one for the questionnaire and the other for respondents to indicate their contact 
details if they were willing to be interviewed.   
 
 Instruments. Questions regarding the major dependent variables, contracted and 
preferred work hours, were contained in a questionnaire that was part of a larger study 
exploring the factors influencing maternal labour force participation.  The questionnaire 
specifically asked for ‘hours employed to work’ rather than ‘hours actually worked’ to avoid 
a recognised tendency to overestimate work hours (Clarkberg & Moen, 2001).  Demographic 
characteristics included education; age; marital status; job type; employment arrangement 
(casual versus permanent); age of youngest child; income; and partner’s income.     
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Career salience was measured using the Career Salience Inventory (Greenhaus, 
1971), a self-administered instrument consisting of 27 items (1 ‘strongly agree’ to 7 ‘strongly 
disagree’).  Together, the items represent three rationally derived subscales (Relative 
Importance, Planning and Thinking and General Attitudes Toward Work), although some 
subscale reliabilities are unacceptably low (.49 to .72, Greenhaus, 1971) and therefore 
subscales were not utilized individually.  Scores on the 27 rating items were summed to yield 
a total score which could range from 27 to 135.  Higher scores reflected greater degrees of 
career salience.  Reliability for the summated scale has been reported to be acceptable, with 
alpha coefficients of .81 (Greenhaus, 1971) to .85 (Fannin, 1979).  In terms of validity, career 
salience has been found to be positively related to educational aspiration, career prestige and 




The contracted work hours for the 275 respondents ranged from two to 50 hours per 
week (mean = 29.1, SD = 10.7).   Approximately half the sample (46.9%) indicated that they 
preferred to change the number of hours they worked.  Of those who indicated a preference 
to change, most (79.1%) wanted to decrease their hours and 21.1% wanted to increase their 
hours.  When broken down into full-time (35+ hours per week) and part-time status (< 35 
hours per week), there were substantial differences in the preferred versus contracted hours 
for part-time and full-time women.  While part-time women indicated very little discrepancy 
between their preferred and contracted hours, full-time women preferred to work an average 
of 7.3 hours less per week.  Despite the different types of work performed by professional 
and academic staff, there were no differences between the contracted and preferred hours of 
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these groups.   However, when contracted and preferred hours were categorised as full-time 
and part-time, differences between professional and academic staff were evident.  Higher 
proportions of both full-time and part-time academic staff preferred full-time hours, 
compared to professional staff and conversely, lower proportions of both full-time and part-
time academic staff preferred part-time hours.  Table 1 illustrates these results. 
 
Insert Table 1 here. 
 
Comparisons of groups of mothers who (i) preferred to decrease their hours; (ii) 
preferred to increase their hours; and (iii) were satisfied with their working hours, were made 
across several demographic characteristics.  Around half of respondents were satisfied with 
their working arrangements (52.3%), with 38.1% wanting to decrease their hours and 9.6% 
wanting to increase their hours.  There were no differences in these preferences across 
academic staff versus professional staff categories, age, marital status, education levels, full-
time equivalent income, partner’s income; or age of youngest child.  Most employees 
(82.5%) wanting to decrease their hours were employed full-time.  Four fifths of those 
wanting to decrease their hours were ongoing as opposed to casual staff.  In contrast, almost 
all respondents wanting to increase their hours were part-time employees and approximately 
two-thirds (69.2%) of these were casuals compared to one-third who were ongoing 
employees.   
Questionnaire data also revealed that women who cared for a youngest child under 
school age preferred to work a lesser number of hours than their counterparts whose youngest 
child was of primary school age or high school age or over, although the mean preferred 
hours for all of these groups were in the part-time range (see Table 1).  Differences in 
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preferred hours were tested using a one way analysis of variance (ANOVA) using the age of 
youngest child categories as the IV and number of preferred hours per week as the DV and 
was confirmed as being statistically significant (F = 6.05, df = 2, 268, p = .003).  A follow-up 
test via Tukey HSD with bonferroni adjustment to maintain family-wise error rate at p<.05 
revealed that women with under school aged children preferred significantly fewer mean 
work hours (i.e., 23.2 hours per week) than women with primary school age children (p = 
.021, mean 26.7 hours per week) and women with high school aged children or older ( p = 
.005, mean 28.0 hours per week). 
 
Career Salience.  Reliability for the Career Salience Inventory was demonstrated with 
a Chronbach’s Alpha coefficient of .81.  Career salience was not significantly correlated with 
contracted work hours but was significantly correlated with preferred work hours (r = .20, p = 
.001).  There were no significant differences between full-time women and part-time women 
on career salience scores.  However, full-time women who preferred to decrease their work 
hours showed significantly lower career salience scores than full-time women who were 
satisfied with their work hours (t = -3.33, df = 139, p = .001).  The level of career salience for 
full-time women preferring to reduce their hours was very similar to part-time women 
overall.  These results are illustrated in Table 2. 
 
Insert Table 2 here. 
 
Phase Two – Qualitative Study 
 
Method  
 Preferred versus contracted work hours   17 
 
 Participants.  Participants were a sub-sample of those who returned questionnaires 
and who were responsible for at least one child under school age (< four years of age).  The 
rationale for choosing women with children in this under-school age group is that the most 
intensive parental demands and the impact of decisions regarding paid work are greatest at 
this point in time (Greenstein, 1986).  In order to reduce bias commonly found in qualitative 
data (Miles & Huberman, 1994), a sampling strategy was chosen with the intention of 
maximising the variability in types of experiences that are theoretically relevant to the topic, 
especially representation in academic/professional staff status, occupation and faculty 
membership.  A total of 34 initial contacts were made, from which 20 interviews (7 
academic; 13 professional) were conducted.  The remaining women had either resigned, were 
on leave or did not respond.  Eleven of the interviewees were employed full-time and nine 
part-time.  All but one interviewee (who was a sole parent), were married and living with a 
male partner.   
 
Procedure.  Five pilot interviews with participants similar to the true interview pool 
(i.e., working between 0 and 32 hours in the service sector and with under school aged 
children) were initially conducted and transcribed so that the adequacy and wording of 
questions could be assessed and modified.  Following an assurance of confidentiality and a 
request to tape-record the interview, all interviewees were asked the same questions, 
although not necessarily in the same order.  Paraphrasing and claim checking were used 
extensively to demonstrate the data was being interpreted as intended by the interviewees. 
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Instruments.  Questions regarding preferred versus contracted work hours were 
contained in an interview schedule that was part of a larger study that aimed to identify the 
way working mothers weighed up and traded off salient LFP issues.  Following initial 
demographic questions, eight questions explored a range of constructs found to influence 
LFP in previous work.  Participants were also asked ‘If you could change the number of 
hours of paid work you engaged in, how many hours per week would you prefer to be 
employed?’  This, in addition to contracted number of paid work hours, provided the basis 
for comparing LFP preferences.  Participants who indicated that they preferred to work a 
greater or lesser number of hours were asked what was contributing to this inconsistency.  
 
Analysis.  Interview transcripts were analyzed using a relational content approach 
where concepts within the text were identified and meanings, relationships and inferences 
were explored.  This method was chosen because of the requirement of comparing text 
analysis with the quantitative results and its degree of rigour without loss of detail.  It is a 
method that has also been used in several recent studies related to employed women, such as 
the perceptions and experiences of first time mothers (Cronin, 2003) and the emotional 
labour of female academics (Read-Hunter, 2000). 
The text was manifestly coded by identifying words and phrases that constituted 
discrete variables that were associated with discrepant preferred versus contracted work 
hours. Initial codes which described different aspects of the same phenomena were then 
grouped and defined at a more abstract level, as higher order categories.  For example, the 
codes: ‘manager’s and colleague’s perceptions of non-commitment’, ‘decreased opportunities 
for advancement’ and ‘devalued status’ resulted in the definition, Negative Perceptions of 
Part-time Work.  Consistent with the content analysis approach and guidelines outlined by 
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Miles and Huberman (1994), frequencies, or ‘counts’, of occurrences of a particular theme 




Findings from the interview data supports quantitative results in that a stark contrast 
was found between preferred and contracted working hours.  Of the nine part-time women 
interviewed, six were satisfied with their contracted hours and three preferred to decrease 
their hours marginally.  No part-time employees indicated that they wanted to increase their 
LFP.  Of the eleven full-time women interviewed, nine wanted to work less hours.  When 
asked to indicate their preferred number of hours, most full-time women thought that two to 
three days per week would provide an ideal balance between working and being home to care 
for their children.  No interviewees indicated that they wanted to increase their work hours.   
 
Reasons for Discrepant Preferred Versus Contracted Work Hours.  There were two 
primary issues reported as contributing to greater than preferred hours, firstly, the nature of 
the job, which required a full-time commitment; and secondly, negative perceptions of part-
time work, which included manager’s and colleague’s perceptions of non-commitment, 
decreased opportunities for advancement and secondments, being considered less of a team 
member, and devalued status.  Part-time and full-time working women placed equal 
importance on their financial contribution and only one woman in the sample reported 
financial gain as a major reason for working more than her preferred hours.   
In regards to the nature of the job, full-time women described circumstances of fixed 
workloads and employment commitments that could not be easily scaled back.  This was 
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particularly applicable to full-time academic women, all of whom did not think their teaching 
loads and other responsibilities would decrease alongside a down-grade in hours.  For 
example: 
 
(Amanda – full-time):  “I actually wanted to go part-time in July to three days a week and 
then as it came closer to then I thought I’m just going to have to cram in as much work as I 
do now into three days and I’m going to take more work home (…) and I’m only going to be 
paid 60 percent of my wage to do the same amount.  Once you get to any qualified types of 
positions, that’s what it’s like”. 
 
The second reason full-time women did not reduce their hours, despite preferring 
part-time arrangements, was the perceived disadvantages that would result.  Full-time women 
were acutely aware of the trade-offs inherent in part-time work and this sentiment was 
expressed equally strongly by academic and professional staff.  Some respondents had 
experienced these trade-offs first-hand, having worked part-time at some point since 
returning from the birth of one or more of their children.   
 
(Penny – full-time):  “It was quite strange when I came back (…)  part-time, I actually felt 
very under-appreciated.  It was almost like my role had been totally down-graded in the 
team… it was like, you don’t need a workload and you don’t need tasks and I don’t need to 
invite you to meetings”. 
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Thus, the issue was not the unavailability of part-time work, indeed no-one in the 
interview sample stated that they had been prevented from working part-time, but the 
perceived disadvantages of part-time arrangements constituted a strong disincentive for full-
time women to reduce their hours.  Supporting these reports from full-time women, part-time 
working women also reported disadvantages to their work status.  For example: 
 
(Prue – part-time):  “There’s a position at the moment that’s an executive position and I’ve 
been here for quite a while and that position could have been mine, but it is only a full-time 
position  (…)  I like the balance at the moment so I do think that I do have to put things on 
hold until I’m ready to go back full-time and I won’t be ready for a while”.   
 
Part-time women accepted these shortcomings as acceptable trade-offs for having less 
role pressures and more time to spend with their families and on domestic activities.   
 
Factors Supporting Full-time Work Status.  Two other important themes were 
identified as supporting full-time employment status:  the availability of flexible work 
arrangements and less than full-time work hours of a partner.  These factors provided the 
conditions under which full-time employment was maintained and without which many full-
time women would have acted on their preferences and reduced their hours.   
In regards to partner’s reduced hours, six of the eleven full-time women reported that 
their partners were either working part-time, had very flexible working hours or were not in 
the workforce at all.  The following statements illustrate the role of partner’s working hours 
in these women’s decisions to work full-time: 
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(Penny – full-time):  “My husband is home with the baby (…) which allows me to work full-
time (…) I would probably approach things differently if he wasn’t home with her I think.  I 
wouldn’t have come back to work so soon.” 
 
Evident in these women’s accounts was variation in the way the allocation of time to 
paid work and childcare for each member of the couple had come about.  One woman stated 
that she had to exert significant pressure on her partner to reduce his hours and increase time 
spent on childcare, so that she could continue to work full-time.  At the other extreme, 
another woman said that she would never ask her husband to do anything related to childcare 
or housework, but was happy that he was a willing agent in the running of the household.  
The other four women implied that it had been a mutual decision.  
For full-time women whose partners also worked full-time, language that reflected a 
hectic, busy lifestyle, such as “thinking ahead”, “no time out”, “out of control”, “stress” and 
“juggling” was reported, often using examples of daily schedules.  The following excerpt 
illustrates the ‘time-poor’ experiences of full-time working couples: 
 
(Debbie – full-time):  “I just think you have to be super organised.  I pack sandwiches on the 
weekend for the whole week for my son (…).   We aim to leave the house in the morning at 7 
a.m. with the two kids and we often don’t get home until 6 p.m. at night, then you have to do 
the meal, do the bathing, get them to bed.  I rarely ever see TV, I don’t see the news, I don’t 
read newspapers”. 
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The second factor supporting full-time work status, despite part-time preferences, was 
job flexibility.  Six women emphasized the value of flexibility and the way it supported full-
time employment.  Aspects of flexibility included variable start and finish times, being able 
to work from home and the ability to change days when necessary. The following excerpt 
typifies the accounts of academic staff in particular who clearly had greater flexibility than 
professional staff: 
 
(Emily – full-time):  “I sometimes work from home.  I sometimes go to school in the 
mornings and then work from home for the rest of the day (…)  I come in here two or three 
days a week because the rest of my work I do at night  (…)  I do things like reading roster, 
taking them to gym and as I say I couldn’t do that if I worked Monday to Friday”   
 
The flexibility available to these women appeared to work both to their own and their 
employer’s advantage.  The nature of University employment is that workloads are not 
evenly distributed across weeks of the year and several women mentioned that they worked 
longer hours at peak times when the job demanded it.  However, there was no resentment 
expressed in relation to this, rather these women were grateful that, most of the time, they 
could fit their work schedules around their family commitments.  This situation was the case 
even if it meant working evenings and weekends and/or several longer days instead of five 
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The first research question in this study asked: ‘What are the preferred versus 
contracted work hours for this sample’?   Quantitative data revealed that more than half of 
full-time women preferred to work less hours while most part-time women indicated very 
similar preferred and contracted hours.  Women in dual-earning couples preferred to work 
approximately seven hours per week less.  These results are consistent with other studies that 
suggest two-thirds of Australian women currently working full-time would prefer to reduce 
their hours (De Vaus & Wolcott, 1997; Probert, 1996); that women in dual-earning couples 
prefer to reduce their work weeks by around six hours (Drago & Tseng, 2003) and that most 
women working part-time do not want to be working more hours (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 1999).   
In contrast to the work of Reynolds (2003) however, who found employees with a 
strong financial footing were most likely to consider reducing their hours, this study found no 
financial differences (in terms of either their own income or their partner’s income) between 
groups of women who preferred to increase their hours compared to those who wanted to 
decrease, or were satisfied with their hours.  Indeed, the only apparent difference between 
these groups was the likelihood of their status as a casual employee.  Although the number of 
respondents wanting to increase their hours was less than 10 percent of the sample, casual 
employees were far more likely to prefer increased hours than those employed on a 
permanent basis.  This finding likely reflects the tenuous, unstable nature of casual 
employment which may lead employees to prefer more work while it is available, lest it not 
be in the future.  Few other statements can be made about mothers who prefer to increase 
their work hours based on the data collected for this study, especially as no interviewees 
indicated that they wanted to work more hours.  However, given the relationship between 
preferences for more work hours and less organisational citizenship behaviour and lower 
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self-esteem (Stamper & Van Dyne, 2001; Prause & Dooley, 1997), this group is worthy of 
further attention.   
A potentially important limitation of this study and indeed any study which asks 
employed mothers about their employment preferences, is social desirability bias.  Persistent 
beliefs about the harmful effects of working mothers (Gerson, 1985) and the powerful 
cultural imagery connected to mothers as primary caregivers to children (Walzer, 1997), may 
influence women to place more emphasis on their role as mothers than workers.  Full-time 
mothers in particular, may fear being negatively stereotyped and be pressured to state 
preferences for reduced work hours, even if they prefer working to childrearing.  
Distinguishing between socially influenced versus ‘real’ preferences is likely to be difficult, 
but all research in this area needs to be considered with this potential bias in mind. 
The findings of this study must also be interpreted in light of the specific nature of the 
organisation used for the research which was located in the tertiary education sector in 
Australia.  As noted in the themes supporting full-time work, the flexibility inherent in 
academic jobs in particular was greater than those in many other organizations and industries, 
particularly in the private sector, although there are many similarities between the availability 
of work-family policies in this University and both State and Commonwealth public sector 
organisations in Australia. The interview sample was also selected to include a range of 
different employment conditions to broaden the range of views as widely as possible.  
However, the findings must be interpreted with caution due to the specific nature of 
University employees’ working conditions and that the education level of both questionnaire 
and interview samples exceeded those in the general population.   
The second research question for this study asked: ‘Do full-time and part-time 
mothers place different emphases on paid work?’  Overall, career salience scores for full-
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time and part-time women were very similar.  That is, full-time women were no more likely 
to express agreement with statements such as ‘I intend to pursue the job of my choice, even if 
it limits my personal freedom to enjoy life’ or ‘I’m ready to make sacrifices to get ahead in 
my job’, than part-time working women.  This challenges Vogler’s (1994) argument that 
there are qualitative differences between the work orientations of women working full-time 
and part-time.  However, when preferences for reduced working hours were considered, full-
time women who preferred reduced hours indicated lower career salience than those who 
were satisfied with their hours.  This result casts some doubt on Hakim’s (1998, 2000) 
assertion that all full-time working women are heavily work-committed and work-centred.  
Rather, some women who work full-time seem to do so without a strong sense of devotion to 
work and career, but are compelled by other factors.  Although we were unable to test the 
converse notion that part-time employees who wanted to work full-time would have similar 
career attitudes to full-time women (due to small sample size), other research suggests that 
that this is indeed the case.  For example, Caputo and Cianni (2001) found that involuntary 
part-timers (part-time employees who wanted to work full-time) in the United States were 
more attached to the labour market and hence more like full-timers, than voluntary part-
timers.   
 
Why Preferences for Part-time Work are not Realised 
 
The third research question for this study asked:  ‘What factors contribute to 
discrepant preferred versus contracted work hours’?  Interview data revealed that preferences 
for reduced hours were not realised because of firstly, perceived job demands and secondly, 
career concerns related to the availability of promotions and being seen as a committed 
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worker.  Part-time employment, as perceived by both full-time and part-time women, was 
associated with fewer promotion opportunities and perceptions of less commitment.  
Academic work in particular was considered to require full-time hours.   
Previous research which suggests the nature of work and career paths demand long 
hours as a signal of commitment, productivity and motivation for advancement, has been 
well established (e.g., Clarkberg & Moen, 2001; Pocock, van Wanrooy, Strazzari & Bridge, 
2001).  Although full-time women wanted to reduce their hours, they did not want to move 
into the apparently disadvantaged part-time sector of the labour market.  Fagan (2001) notes 
that an inherent limitation of questions about preferences is that people are required to draw 
comparisons, either explicitly or implicitly, between their current situation and less familiar 
alternatives in order to arrive at their answer.  However, perceptions of disadvantage 
associated with part-time work were expressed by both part-time and full-time women, 
several of whom had had personal and recent experience of part-time employment.  The issue 
of limited career opportunities for part-time employees has implications for, and may even 
suggest a tension between, the goals of gender equity and work-family balance.  That is, for 
organizations to promote gender equity as well as work-family balance, part-time 
employment and legitimate career opportunities must be genuinely compatible.  This would 
involve a major cultural shift for many workplaces.   
It has been suggested that women enter the labour market with unequal opportunities 
and that while educated women who can command decent salaries and employment 
conditions have more choices, other women with few marketable skills and poor job 
prospects do not (Cox, 1995; Crompton & Harris, 1998a, 1998b).  In this study however, the 
high proportion of full-time women who preferred to work significantly less, calls both these 
views into question.  That is, interview respondents did indeed have tertiary education and 
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marketable job skills, but the nature of their particular jobs and the workplace culture 
restricted their preferred choice of part-time work.  Thus, women’s preferences for different 
work hours and arrangements are not simple, stable and internally oriented.  Rather, choices 
are shaped and mediated by experiences and external constraints, regardless of available 
human capital, although the nature of the constraints may vary for women with different 
backgrounds and from different occupations and industries.  The acknowledgement of 
‘personal choice’ as a complex phenomenon mitigated by external and sometimes 
uncontrollable influences, may go some way towards addressing the under-representation of 
women in more advantaged positions in the labour market, even in higher education sector, 
which often ignores its own body of theoretical and empirical studies on gender, work and 
organisations (Benschop & Brouns, 2003) and allows women to be under-represented in 
much the same proportions as other potentially ‘less informed’ sectors. 
In addition to identifying two primary reasons for discrepant preferred versus 
contracted work hours, this study also identified two factors which supported full-time 
employment amongst working mothers.  Both job flexibility and partner’s decreased work 
hours facilitated full-time employment despite preferences for part-time work and may have 
accounted for the markedly higher proportions of full-time status amongst the study sample 
compared to women with dependents in the larger Australian population (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2000).  This finding suggests that both personal and organisational factors 
influence the degree of consistency between preferred and actual working hours. 
Interviewees whose partners worked reduced or flexible hours expressed greater 
satisfaction with work-family balance than those whose partners worked in a full-time or 
inflexible capacity.  Having their partners available to deal with day-time care, children’s 
extra-curricular activities and household tasks, was considered by some full-time women to 
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be a necessary pre-requisite for their own full-time employment.  This finding suggests some 
women ‘drive’ the working arrangements within the family unit, although little is known 
about how couples negotiate different work and family arrangements or under what 
conditions they are successful or otherwise.  The proportion of interviewees who had partners 
available to take on a significant share of household and child-rearing tasks was rather 
atypical compared with other groups of working women in Australia, even those with 
similarly high levels of human capital.  For example, Probert (2005), in a recent study of 
Australian academics, found that over 90 percent of women had partners who were working 
full-time, compared to 57 percent of males and that more than half of female academics 
indicated they were the main carers of children compared to less than 10 percent of men.  
Thus, the women with involved partners who were interviewed for this study may be 
somewhat anomalous, but their greater satisfaction with work-family balance, despite a full-
time workload, highlights the importance of how gendered divisions of labour within 
households impact on the ability to juggle work and family demands.   
 
Summary and Conclusions 
 
In summary, the employment status of a mother is not simply based on her internal 
commitment to paid work versus her devotion to childcare and domestic responsibilities.  
Instead, a substantial number of women who work full-time state preferences for part-time 
work but continue in full-time employment with similar levels of commitment to work and 
career as part-time mothers.  Other women with dependents prefer more work hours, 
especially casual employees who experience little week-to-week job security.  Situational 
variables such as job flexibility and partner’s work hours, as well as personal preferences, 
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should also be recognised as making a substantial contribution to the number of hours 
worked, even for educated women with marketable job skills.  The findings of this study 
challenge the rhetoric of free choice in maternal LFP because they suggest the difficulties in 
balancing work and family exist not only at the level of individual mothers, but as a set of 
inter-related factors within families, organisations and governments.  Policymakers should 
recognize that the work arrangements of women from all walks of life manifest themselves 
not only as a result of internal and voluntary attitudes towards the labour market, but as a 
consequence of external factors such as job characteristics, organisational policies and the 
domestic division of labour.  It is at all these levels that efforts should be made to facilitate 
the effective blending of employment and caring responsibilities, regardless of individual 
preference or choice.  
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Table 1. 
Preferred Versus Contracted Hours for Full-time and Part-time Women by Academic and Professional Staff Categories 
Category N Contracted Hours 
(Mean) 
Preferred Hours (Mean) Prefer full-time work % Prefer part-time work % 
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Full-time Women – total 
144 75.5 11.5 
 
Part-time Women – total 
131 73.8 11.8 
 
Full-time Women - preferred decreased hours
85 73.0 10.9 
 
Full-time women - satisfied with hours 
55 79.4 11.7 
 
Part-time women - preferred decreased hours 
18 70.5 11.5 
 
Part-time women - satisfied with their hours 
87 73.5 11.6 
 
Part-time women – preferred increased hours 







                                                 
1 Casual workers are those employees who are not entitled to paid holiday or sick leave, who have no 
expectation of ongoing employment; for whom each engagement with their employer constitutes a 
separate contract of employment; and who usually receive a higher rate of pay to compensate for a 
lack of job security and paid leave (Dawkins & Norris, 1990). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
